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In recent decades a number of Australian artists and teacher/artists have given 
serious attention to the creation of performance forms and performance engagement 
models that respect children’s intelligence, engage with themes of relevance, avoid 
the clichés of children’s theatre whilst connecting both sincerely and playfully with 
current understandings of the way in which young children develop and engage with 
the world. Historically a majority of performing arts companies touring Australian 
schools or companies seeking schools to view a performance in a dedicated 
performance venue engage with their audiences in what can be called a 'drop-in 
drop-out'i model. A six month Practice-led research project (The Tashi Project) which 
challenged the tenets of the 'drop-in drop-out' model has been recently undertaken 
by Sandra Gattenhof and Mark Radvan in conjunction with early childhood students 
from three Brisbane primary school classrooms who were positioned as co-
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researchers and co-artists. The children, researchers and performers worked in a 




In 2003 a research project was undertaken by Italian theatre maker Mafra Gagliardi 
as part of the London International Festival of Theatre (LIFT). Whilst engaging with a 
group of Gagliardi posed the question ‘What is being at the theatre like?’ to a group 
of primary school-aged children with whom he was making a theatre work. One 
response came back “theatre is like being in the mouth of the imagination”.ii Like 
Gagliardi, who believes that theatre is first and foremost and imaginative act, the 
research was designed to engage students through their imaginations as cultural 
creators in the first instance. 
 
Without a doubt childhood in the Western world has changed dramatically in recent 
decades. Wartella (2002) notes the rise of what she calls the “socially competent 
child”. In this framing she posits that children are viewed as more competent than we 
thought forty years ago, that developmental growth is more varied and less uniform 
and that the child viewer is capable of discerning certain information independently. It 
is this final variant that is of interest to those engaged in the field of the aesthetic. The 
past four decades have ushered in huge changes in the cultural landscape and have 
transformed the way children are inducted into and interact with performance-based 
artistic forms. An entire children’s cultural industry has sprung into being, creating 
sophisticated cultural products for young children delivered via screen and digital 
media as well as traditional print media, and accompanied by extensive merchandise 
and fashion marketing. As a consequence it is probably fair to assume that the way 
even young children receive and decode visual and aural information has been 
transformed, and this must in turn change the way they receive and process live 
theatre forms. Consequently much of this accumulated tacit knowledge may no 
longer have the immediate currency it once had, making the task of documenting 
current practice all the more urgent.   
 
There has of course been much research into the impact of the arts on young 
children even if the reliability of some of its findings has been questioned (McCarthy; 
AEGIS 2004; Merli 2004). Some of this impact-based research has taken place in 
Australia, including a 2006 report by Adelaide-based arts and early childhood 
specialist Wendy Schiller. Significant research has been undertaken in the field of 
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early childhood studies looking at art and performance making by young children, 
including for example the work of Susan Wright (2003). There is some critical 
analysis of children’s theatre in the form of serious reviews (Zipes, 2003).  
 
Perhaps a reason why there appears to be little research into performance-making 
processes is because traditional qualitative methods of research are more easily 
applied in areas of children’s theatre practice that correlate with research into the 
fields of social studies or child development. Investigation into the creative processes 
with their performative outcomes is better addressed in the domain of practice led 
research, a methodology only recently developed precisely to engage with the 
specific contours of this knowledge terrain.  
 
In recent decades a number of Australian artists and teacher/artists have given 
serious attention to the creation of performance forms and performance engagement 
models that respect children’s intelligence, engage with themes of relevance, avoid 
the clichés of children’s theatre whilst connecting both sincerely and playfully with 
current understandings of the way in which young children develop and engage with 
the world.  
 
In 2007 a six-month research project has been recently undertaken by myself and 
Queensland University of Technology colleague Mark Radvan in conjunction with 
early childhood students from three Brisbane primary school classrooms who were 
positioned as co-researchers and co-artists. The children, researchers and 
performers worked in a symbiotic relationship in both the artistic process and the 
development of product.  
 
The Arts in Partnership with School Communities 
According to Remer (1996) there are two types of partnerships at work in the realm 
of arts education: instructional and administrative. Instructional partnerships are 
concerned with the design, organisation, content and methodology of the curriculum. 
They are about teaching and learning, and ultimately about the assessment of what 
the learner apprehends and comprehends, and is able to do as a result of engaging 
in the partnership. They consist of activities and components of arts education 
programs, ranging from simple to complex. Administrative partnerships are 
institutional collaborations. They address issues of organisation, design, co-
ordination, governance, clarification of roles and responsibilities of the stakeholders, 
and evaluation of program effectiveness. Both the administrative and instructional 
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partnership modes have common features. “They depend on people, require 
flexibility, are labour intensive, dynamic and interactive”iii.  
 
In my experience as a teacher working in Queensland primary schools and in my role 
as Education Liaison Officer at the Queensland Arts Counciliv in the late 1990s, I 
believe there is a third species of partnership model. It is a model which I call the 
‘drop-in drop-out’ model. This definition of the third possible model emerged from 
field studies undertaken for my Master of Arts (Research)v in which I compared four 
recognised arts partnership models in terms of there program delivery and outcomes. 
The ‘drop-in drop-out’ engagement model is supply-led in that the company offers a 
product or service that the school buys in. Often teachers have little opportunity to 
become familiar with a live art work, its context or its themes before the performance 
enters the school. Touring companies employing this model enter and leave schools 
with little connection to the school context, Artists set up, perform and leave the site. 
This is something akin to guerrilla theatre, launching itself on the uninitiated and 
unsuspecting. In Queensland, at least, only a handful of companies such as Kite Arts 
Education Program have challenged this method of working. This 'drop-in drop-out' 
model does not offer a dynamic dialogue with schools, teachers or students and 
rarely engages with curriculum and learning outcomes. Rather it is often about 
maximising the numbers of students who view the performance. This type of 
relationship model does not offer schools the opportunity to embed live arts 
experiences into classroom curriculum and teaching practice. The model is built upon 
a top-down notion of expertise and limit creative input and control of the participating 
teachers and students. Successful arts partnerships work towards a joint outcome 
where knowledge, creative control and the curation of ideas are shared. In this sense 
the teachers and children, who are intrinsic to the partnership, are seen as co-artists 
and co-creators nor consumer fodder. 
 
The Tashi Project challenged the predominant ‘drop-in drop-out’ model by engaging 
early childhood students and their teachers over a sustained period of six months, 
return to school a number of times to share and deepen the performance-based 
work. Taylor believes that “the artwork is powered by a dynamic encounter between 
the work (whether that be the object itself or the drama process) and those who 
experience it”vi. For the students and teachers who were a part of this research the 




The Tashi Stories and Imaginary Theatre – Creative Practice as Research 
For four decades now, a number of Brisbane artists and teacher/artists, through 
companies and festivals such as the Early Childhood Drama Project, Kite Theatre 
and Queensland Performing Arts Centre’s Out of the Box Festival, have given 
serious attention to the ‘problem’ of how to create performance forms that completely 
absorb children’s attention, respect their intelligence, engage with themes of 
relevance, avoid the clichés of ‘children’s theatre’ (“He’s behind you”, “I can’t hear 
you!” etc.) and connect both sincerely and playfully with current understandings of 
the way in which young children develop and engage with the world. There is much 
tacit knowledge and understanding held by such individuals, but little serious 
research appears to have been undertaken to make that knowledge and 
understanding – where it applies to creative processes and aesthetic forms - explicit 
and communicable.  
 
For those of us who grew up on a diet of Australian television in the late 1970s and 
1980s we can recall a television advertisement that promoted pre-packaged cakes 
and desserts – Sara Lee. A large part of the advertisement was about the 
sumptuousness of the product with “its layer upon layer upon layer” of delectable 
goodness. This layering is akin to the practice-led approach used in this research 
project but instead of using pastry we layered drama on drama.  It is particularly 
important in practice-led research to use the tools of the artistic practice rather than 
the tools traditionally equated with qualitative research such as interview, journals 
and the like.  
 
The frame of the research sits in the environment of Practice-led research. Practice-
led research is a recent paradigm to emerge from the field of qualitative research that 
precisely captures the specific contours of this knowledge terrain. Gray defines 
practice-led research as research that is, “initiated in practice and carried out through 
practice…and not only ‘reflection on practice”vii. Haseman qualifies this by saying that 
“the research product is the creative practice itself”viii. Freitas enhances both 
definitions by stating practice-led research as being “those research projects in which 
creative practice plays the most important role in the cluster of research methods 
used…and is usually initiated by the artist or designer in response to their own 
particular studio or design practice”ix. In this environment the project used well-known 
dramatic conventions such as freeze frames, teacher in role and role on the wall to 
investigate creative propositions and to develop dramatic action. It is particularly 
important in practice-led research to use the tools of the artistic practice rather than 
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the tools traditionally equated with qualitative research such as interview, journals 
and the like. Gray is clear about this shift in saying “the research strategy is carried 
out through practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific methods 
familiar to us as practitioners”x. In this sense the project uses the tools of a classroom 
drama practitioner as research tools to gather data. 
 
Children are sophisticated readers of dramatic action, drawing on many hundreds if 
not thousands of hours of watching televised dramas and listening to stories read to 
them. They are used to reading or responding to juxtapositions of language, mood, 
music, image and action in narratives that explore human situations through 
character, role and relationship. They are also skilful players in their own right, used 
to converting observed dramas to participatory drama. This provided the 
investigators with a rich context of prior knowledge and skills. The challenge was to 
take these skills and not only draw on them but also to challenge and stimulate them 
in unexpected ways. It is in the imaginative world and dramatic play of young children 
that this research positioned itself. The children aged between five and eight years 
became co-researchers and co-artists by testing creative propositions through 
dramatic play and teacher-led dramatic conventions. As researchers the children 
examined and shaped the performers choices about the creation of characters and 
dramatic action inside the performance. 
 
Within this project each researcher has taken on two clearly defined roles. Mark 
Radvan was responsible for the implementation of the artistic project. Mark brought 
his wealth of experience in directing and devising performance and so transformed 
The Tashi Stories from written text into performance text. I brought my breadth and 
depth of understanding, interaction and service in the field of children, young people 
and the arts to the project. I was responsible for the design and implementation of the 
research framework. From the outset the research and resultant performance 
positions children as intelligent, imaginative and sophisticated ‘readers’ of character, 
symbol and action. It acknowledges children as sophisticated cultural consumers for 
whom theatre, if it is to have meaning in their lives, must be a place associated with 
extraordinary imaginative acts, rather than cheap and pedestrian representations. 
 
Focus of the Project 
The Tashi Stories have been developed and tested across audiences of children 
numbering in the tens of thousands with seasons at the 2004 and 2006 Out of the 
Box Festivals, four Powerkidz seasons at Brisbane Powerhouse and additional 
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seasons for the Brisbane Festival 2006 and the 2005 International Children’s Book 
Fair in Seoul, South Korea. This testing process now itself needs to be tested and 
developed in order to advance the creative methodology and provide better insights 
into how young audiences receive and interpret the works. 
 
This project needs to be seen in the context of three past years of continuing cycles 
of development, innovation, implementation, evaluation and reflection across the 
multiple processes of adaptation/script development, training, engagement with 
children and their families and teachers, rehearsal methodologies, visual design and 
performance. It is a project with established and ongoing longevity. 
 
This new stage, the subject of this application focuses on the following objectives, 




1. Adaptation and development of two new stories – developing new forms 
for children’s theatre – in order to broaden the company’s repertoire, 
continue to evolve style and form and continue to grow audiences. 
2. Development through visual design of the imagery and aesthetic codes 
that will bring the visual presentation into harmony with the company’s 
aesthetic and philosophical values and objectives, and which will resonate 
with contemporary children’s visual and cultural references. (A striking 
visual design will also render the productions more attractive to 
presenters outside Brisbane.) 
3. The presentation of the works in a formal theatre setting to take full artistic 
advantage of available theatre technology, and to complete the transition 
from a ‘free event’ to a financially sustainable ‘ticketed event’. 
 
Propositional 
4. To document/interrogate/evaluate the artistic methods in order to  
i. add value to aesthetic outcomes – the pressure for continuing 
innovation needs a problematising approach and a 
rigorous/documented methodology as its ‘fuel’. 
ii. further what is at present a very limited national and international 
discourse on the making of works for young children – a 
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heightened discourse should stimulate new and interesting work 
from across Australia. 
 
This work has been focused around the dramatisation of a number of stories for 
children – The Tashi Stories – written by Sydney writer Anna Fienberg and illustrated 
by her partner Kim Gamble. The stories have been published widely in the English-
speaking world and have been translated into a dozen or so other languages 
including Korean and Chinese. The work of adapting a number of these stories into 
theatrical form, and developing an appropriate performance style for children aged 4 
to 10, is now in its fourth year, with a professional company Imaginary Theatre 
established early in 2006 to carry the work forward, with Mark Radvan as its artistic 
director.  
 
Imaginary Theatre’s performance style has evolved into an imaginative blend of 
physical theatre, storytelling, language, music, and object theatre. What is significant 
about this work is that complex verbal storytelling is absolutely the central feature of 
the dramatic form. This is a departure from the accepted wisdom that theatre for 
young children needs to be primarily visual and should avoid verbal text. However it 
is the company’s belief that young children are perfectly capable of responding to 
literary stories if only because they have been listening to stories read to them since 
they were infants. Imaginary Theatre mimics the dramaturgical voice of the spoken 
story, transferring it to the verbal score of the playscripts. This dramaturgical voice 
contains its own ‘markers’ that signal to children the overall shape or ‘map’ of the 
narrative line, through vocal tones indicating beginnings, middles and ends; climaxes 
and anti-climaxes; chapter and character changes; mood indicators and cues for the 
audience’s emotional responses; and most importantly signs posting the chain of 
causation – how one moment causes the next, and in turn causes the one after and 
so on.  
 
The process of creation of a new performance of one of The Tashi Stories is divided 
into two stages. The first stage of the rehearsal process is taken up with the 
development of this score and the testing of it with children in childcare centres and 
schools to find out where the children follow the story, knowing where they are on the 
story-map, and where they lose the narrative thread or lose their place on the map.  
 
The second stage of rehearsals is then taken up with physicalization. This second 
stage seeks to develop a parallel physical score that is constructed like an animation, 
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with a new image created every 3 to 5 seconds. These images made with the actors’ 
bodies evoke the visual context, action and behaviour expressed in the verbal score. 
They are composed filmically rather than realistically, one shot cutting to the next to 
show a reaction or a result. Props are used very economically because the aim is not 
to ‘show’ children an event, but to show the human ‘reaction’ to the event and 
through that reaction to evoke the event in the imagination of the audience rather 
than in the stage space. This causes the audience to ‘work’ - actively processing and 
interpreting what they are seeing, rather than sitting back and passively observing a 
more complete representation. In reality the two stages are not rigidly separated, 
however for the purposes of this account it is easier to explain them as if they were. 
 
This second stage of rehearsal is likewise taken back to the childcare centres and 
schools for further testing and feedback. The question remains however – how truly 
effective are the performance forms? Do the children process the story’s information, 
through its characters, actions and themes, in the way that the performers imagine? 
Can a testing process be devised that can measure how children are really 
responding? Are existing testing techniques adequate to this task? We know that 
such techniques, where they are constructed as question and answer sessions, are 
very problematic when applied to young children because of the children’s 
sometimes limited capacity to response in written and oral communication forms.  
 
Children as Audient 
In the process of undertaking development of a new theatre work both Mark Radvan 
and myself we were conscious to avoid the homogenisation of children as audience. 
In the both the process and result product we kept in mind that each child in the 
audience would engage in the performance differently. We drew on the research of 
the late Cassandra Weddell (2003)xi identified five audience types as a way of 
understanding how young children respond to live theatre. The types were identified 
as Technicians - deconstruct production techniques and production values of 
performance texts - lighting, sound, music, special effects, set/stage changes; 
Narrators - make sense of the performance by talking, asking questions, 
commenting, talking to themselves; Mystics - are in awe of the theatre space from 
the moment they enter the performance space and respond with wonder and a sense 
of magic. They totally suspend disbelief; Dramatists - spontaneously perform during 
and after the performance. Sometimes they participate without prompting. 
Experience is extended into their own dramatic play and other arts-based play; 
Spectators - participate but tend to be on the periphery. They move in and out of the 
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performance. Spectators often fiddle, fidget and look unengaged but when asked can 
usually remember and describe the performance. These classifications aimed to 
explain why different groups of children seemed to react with quite differing degrees 
of commitment and engagement to live performances.  In one sense this conceptual 
position seems to accept that a degree of failure is inevitable in performance making 
for young children – not every child will be aesthetically engaged, but equally it is 
important to acknowledge that a variety of responses to the work, that Weddell 
outlines, is acceptable and therefore can be deemed successful.  
 
Small Steps to Big Learnings – What the Research Tells Us So Far 
Working in a practice-led research frame can at times be a messy business. One of 
the basic tenets of working in this mode requires the research focus to emerge out of 
the practice and then respond reflectively through practice. For the purposes of this 
project the field of practice is interchangeable with process and refers to a study of 
the “actions enacted, of the spaces in which a performance takes place, of the 
temporal structure of a performance, and as events surrounding and succeeding the 
performance, both affected by it and affecting it”xii. It should be noted that there is an 
overwhelming emphasis in practice-led research on the final embodiment of the 
work. A number of Practice-led theorists (Gray 1996; Dally 2004; Haseman 2006) 
make note that the distinction between the process and product of arts-based 
research appears to be artificial and as a result there must be evidence of a journey 
within the final product. Practice-led research should, according to Gray directly 
complicate and challenges such “outdated modernist simplifications”xiii. 
 
Mark Radvanxiv in his rehearsal notes clearly positioned the research early on; 
 
What is interesting for us as adults is that in investigating how to make 
dramas that work for children we are forced to interrogate for ourselves 
the nature of drama, how it is made, how it communicates meaning, 
how it evokes emotional responses, how it is read by the audience and 
how much reading capacity we are actually drawing on. Invariably with 
any audience, adult or child, we under-utilise their capacity to read and 
make sense of the juxtaposition of dramatic elements, offering them 




In reflecting upon the work three clear directions for the creation of content and 
construction of narrative began to emerge.  These can be described as fashioning 
the moment, differentiation of ‘reading and the inclusion of the everyday. 
 
Fashioning the Moment 
Each moment is painstakingly framed so that the action can build towards individual 
moments of great emotional, intellectual or dramatic intensity. A central aim is to do 
this without causing alarm in the young audience, and this is achieved by never 
allowing the audience to forget the fictionality of what they are seeing.  For example 
there is a core of calmness in the performers’ voices even when their characters are 
under stress, because the performers are held within the discipline of the 
dramaturgical voice developed in Stage One. Just as the story-reader does not get 
carried away by his/her own emotions, even in moments of dramatic or emotional 
intensity, neither do the performers. At the same time the flow of physical/visual 
imagery is organised to convey to the audience the ‘why’ of what they are seeing. On 
one level for example it will be as a result of a previous event, on another it will be 
the working out of the major dramatic question posed early in the story and signalled 
appropriately, and then tracked by vocal ‘markers’ as its investigative logic unwinds 
through the mechanism of the story’s events.    
 
In this way the attention of children as young as three (but more usually four) is held 
and directed towards the story’s dramatic meaning. This approach provokes 
questions and interpretive understanding in a manner sometimes reminiscent of 
Brecht’s techniques. In a sense this is Brecht for babies – not the didactic Brecht of 
the learning plays but the mature Brecht of The Short Organum for the Theatre and 
the late plays. 
 
Stories are ‘read’ differently 
One of the data gathering activities used to find out if children could identify key 
moment in  the story was the building the freeze frame centered around 'the most 
important part' of the story. The strategy was implemented around the story of Tashi 
and the Magic Flute. The children identified the most important scene as being where 
the piper is leading the village children to the cliff. What was fascinating, and beyond 
expectations, was to see that two of the groups (with no adult members) come up 
with images that were quite abstract in form, and both of these groups actually 
created an image that was a slight expansion on the story, using their imaginations to 
fill in parts of the story that they perhaps did not understand, or could not 
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remember. An extract from one of the performers rehearsal responses post the 
performance and workshop activities demonstrates how the children ‘read’ differently 
from what they performers thought they were conveying. The shaded text indicates 
what the children took away from the moment in the story; 
 
I began to notice a pattern that may shed some light on these questions. 
Several times, when listening to a child describing certain recollections of 
the story, I noticed that they were taking words from a variety of images 
and using them to create a new image. For example, this is a section of 
text from the end of the story: 
 
 “Tashi raced up and burst out of the bushes. He butted the piper over , 
knocking the flute out of his hands…..Slowly they (the children) gathered 
around as Tashi and the stranger struggled towards the edge of the 
drop…With a desperate pull, Tashi broke free from the stranger…..He 
picked it up (the flute) and hurled it with all his strength out over the edge 
of the cliff”xv.  
 
Throughout the session there were moments when the children remembered 
elements of the story that did not actually take place. These were only little things, 
but it is interesting to speculate as to how they formed these images and equally to 
wonder why this was happening. Is it because they did not fully grasp the text or 
misunderstood what they did grasp? Or was it that they could not quite remember 
the story and were filling in the gaps with similar or related images from their 
imaginations. This is not to say that they did not understand the story as it was being 
told, but perhaps it is in the recollection of the story that this occurred. Perhaps, in 
remembering this story, the combination of these key words and the children’s 
imaginations prompted them to remember an image that was not actually described 
in the story, but more of an appropriated image: such as one child remembering 
Tashi pushing the piper over the edge the cliff. This appropriation indicates that 
these stories and the performance of the stories are not fixed or singularly authored 
and as such it allows for multiply entry and exit points for audience members. 
 
Begin with the everyday and then move into the fictional and poetic world 
The Tashi Stories take children into strange and often unfamiliar worlds and 
introduce them to other-worldly characters. We had noticed early on that if we 
launched into the poetic devices of character and place (as is done in the Fienberg’s 
written versions) without providing a grounded aesthetic that children’s early 
engagement was lessened. To increase the aesthetic, imaginative, symbolic and 
linguistic engagement we began to manufacture everyday environments and 
activities (not always in Fienberg’s written versions). These environments amplified 
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family activities – dad reading the paper, mum baking muffins, Jack playing on the 
Playstation, all of which came out of activities that our co-artists showed to us in 
workshops through freeze frames and role on the wall. Sometimes they showed us 
variations on traditional gender activity – mum on the Playstation and Dad baking 
muffins, which of course we latched onto. 
 
Conclusion 
Yet, at this stage we feel like we are only just beginning to understand the process of 
practice-led research in the field of children’s performance and the possible 
contribution this research can make to the development of dramatic forms and 
aesthetic experiences for young children. The field of Practice-led research has the 
potential to open new vistas in drama and offer new partnerships between 
performance and curriculum beyond the traditional research areas of social studies 
or child development usually attributed to children’s theatre practice. This paper will 
wrestle with how the cycles of Practice-led research, in the development of a creative 
product, can deeply engage with children and schools and potentially impact on 
classroom drama activity which must move children beyond pedestrian 
representations and place children in the “mouth of the imagination”. 
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